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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the guiding question: what best practices can
be used for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English
language acquisition? This chapter begins with my introduction to the field of education and
how I came to be an English Learner (EL) teacher and reviews some of my experiences as an EL
teacher. It also describes my personal and professional rationale for this project. This chapter
ends with a summary of the chapters to follow.
Background
For quite some time, I have been interested in working with people from diverse cultural
backgrounds, especially immigrants and refugees. After I graduated college in 2008, I
volunteered as an English as a Second Language teacher at a local nonprofit community center
where I worked with immigrant and refugee adult learners. In 2010, I volunteered to teach
English in Chile through a program with the Chilean Ministry of Education and the United
Nations. I taught English to students in fourth through eighth grades at a public school in
Northern Chile for eight months. These volunteer teaching experiences were pivotal to my
understanding of the world and its diverse cultures. These experiences shaped my thinking about
my role and impact in the world. Being a volunteer teacher cemented my belief that I wanted a
career that would allow me to help others and work with people of diverse backgrounds.
Additionally, I found that I enjoyed teaching English as a Second Language to learners of all
ages and began to explore the possibility of it as a new career choice.
When I returned from Chile, I enrolled in Hamline University’s Master of Arts in
Teaching program and began working in an elementary school setting as a teaching assistant. I
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was fortunate to be able to work in a dual immersion classroom for many years, which allowed
me to see firsthand how children develop and navigate the use of multiple languages. I became
very interested in the multi-layered process of acquiring and using multiple languages. Since
receiving my initial teaching license in English as Second Language, I have worked in many
different environments with students of diverse backgrounds and with varying levels of English
proficiency. I have enjoyed observing students of all ages develop and navigate the use of
multiple languages in the classroom.
Rationale for Project
Since 2019, I have worked as an English Learner (EL) teacher at a medium-sized high
school in a suburb of a major city. I have worked with many of the same students throughout
multiple courses and have gotten to know them and their backgrounds. It is important to mention
that I am fluent in Spanish, which has helped me to bridge the cultural gap and get to know the
students better than if I only spoke English since the majority of the students in the EL program
at my school are native Spanish speakers. Of those Spanish-speaking students, most of them are
from Mexico, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. Like so many people before them, they
and their families came to the United States for a better life. They came to escape violence and to
have better opportunities.
The educational history of the EL students varies. Some of the students had consistent
schooling opportunities in their home countries, while others did not. Those who had consistent
schooling appeared to have more developed oral Spanish language, grammatical knowledge, and
general school preparedness. The students who had gaps in their education, also known as SLIFE
(students with limited or interrupted formal education), appeared to be less developed in these
areas and struggled in school.

8
Many of the Spanish-speaking EL students witnessed violence in their home countries.
Some students witnessed violence firsthand, such as one student who could not leave his house
because there was often violence around his neighborhood. Another student found a dead body
in a river. And starting at an early age, another student watched with fascination as the forensics
teams came to examine crime scenes in her neighborhood. Yet another student saw his best
friend get shot at 14 years old. Others did not witness violence firsthand, but they were aware of
the lack of safety in their neighborhoods or cities. The majority of these students who
experienced violence arrived at school with less developed education and language skills, which
has impacted their performance in their courses. Because these students arrived with limited
education and English language skills, they have had more difficulties understanding their
courses and succeeding in school. While some students will ask teachers or assistants for help
with their coursework, most students do not, and as a result do not do as well in school.
In working with this particular group of students for the past few years, I have observed
their successes and struggles with English language acquisition. Most of these students had little
or no English exposure prior to school in the United States. While they have made progress and
improved their English since beginning high school, they appear to encounter more difficulties
with English acquisition than other EL students. Trauma is known to have an impact on the
brain, so it seems possible that trauma could also affect second language acquisition. These
observations made me think that there could be a connection between childhood trauma and
second language acquisition.
The purpose in exploring the capstone question: what best practices can be used for high
school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
acquisition is to provide strategies that educators can use to help EL students who have
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experienced trauma improve their English language acquisition in the classroom. It seems
plausible that if teachers use best practices for teaching trauma-impacted students, the students
will be more likely to be successful in school, including in their second language acquisition.
Purpose of Project
The purpose of this capstone is to understand the effects of childhood trauma on second
language acquisition in order to utilize best practices that will improve language acquisition for
students who have experienced trauma. This research was used to create a professional
development workshop series for staff at my high school to present best practices for working
with EL students who have been impacted by trauma. It was intended that staff can apply
information from this professional development to their own classrooms and use it with students
who have experienced trauma. Despite the primary focus being on EL students, the information
is applicable to all students who have experienced trauma.
Chapter Summary
Chapter One introduced the guiding question: what best practices can be used for high
school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
acquisition? It opened with my introduction to the field of education, EL students and experience
working with EL students. It also described my rationale for this project, which stemmed from
working with EL students who had experienced violence and possible trauma in their home
countries. Additionally, it introduced the desired outcome of this project to determine best
practices for high school EL students who have experienced trauma to increase their English
language acquisition.
The following chapters highlight the literature review, description of the project, and the
results of building the project. Chapter Two provides a review of literature on language
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acquisition, high school EL students, SLIFE, and trauma. In addition, it reviews some best
practices for teaching students who have experienced trauma, including best practices for EL
students. Chapter Three describes the professional development workshop series I created for
this capstone project. Lastly, Chapter Four concludes with my reflections on this project and its
implications for students, teachers, and future research.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
The purpose of this project is to answer the question: what best practices can be used for
high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
acquisition? Through this research, educators will learn best practices for working with
secondary English Learner (EL) students who have been impacted by trauma to increase their
English language acquisition. This literature review begins with an introduction to first and
second language acquisition and their differences and parallels. Next, it provides an overview of
high school EL students and a subset of that group, SLIFE. Finally, this chapter discusses trauma
and reviews best practices for working with students who have experienced trauma. This chapter
concludes with a summary.
Language Acquisition
Language acquisition describes how languages are learned, either consciously or
unconsciously through processes and meaning-making (Lightbown & Spada, 2017). Language
acquisition can refer to native or first language acquisition and second or target language
acquisition. First language acquisition has been studied a great deal in various languages and
environments all over the world. Although second language acquisition has not been studied as
extensively, there is ample and continually increasing research on the subject. The first part of
this section discusses differences and parallels between first and second language acquisition,
including perspectives and development. The second section discusses first language influence
on second language acquisition. It is critical to compare and contrast first and second language
acquisition to determine how they are connected. In addition, understanding language acquisition
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is necessary for educators to help EL students build their second language acquisition in the
classroom.
Differences in First and Second Language Acquisition Perspectives
First Language Acquisition. An important distinction between first and second
language acquisition are the varying perspectives that aim to explain how language is developed.
Some perspectives that are central to first, or native language acquisition include: behaviorism,
innatist perspective, and the critical period hypothesis (Lightbown & Spada, 2017).
Behaviorism. The first perspective, behaviorism, was introduced by American
psychologist and behaviorist Skinner in 1957 and placed great importance on the environment in
which children learned language (Lightbown & Spada, 2017). Behaviorism posited that children
imitate sounds they heard around them, and if they received praise they continued to imitate
those sounds until the correct language skills were formed (Lightbown & Spada, 2017).
However, linguists did not believe that behaviorism adequately explained second language
acquisition (Lightbown & Spada, 2017). According to behaviorism, second language learning
should have been based on the habits of the first language, which would have made it difficult to
learn a different second language (Lightbown & Spada, 2017). Yet research has shown that
second language learning errors were not predictable or based on the first language, and thus,
behaviorism was rejected as a second language acquisition theory (Lightbown & Spada, 2017).
Behaviorism was quickly criticized by first language researchers and a new perspective soon
replaced it (Lightbown & Spada, 2017).
Innatist Perspective. The innatist perspective was introduced by Chomsky in 1959
(Lightbown & Spada, 2017). It was a theoretical perspective that viewed language as a biological
function and saw children as ‘pre-wired’ to learn and understand language structures (Lightbown
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& Spada, 2017). That is to say, even if children didn't hear all of the language structures in their
environment, they would still learn and understand them (Lightbown & Spada, 2017). Critical to
this was the idea of Universal Grammar, or the linguistic principles common to all languages,
which all humans are born with and which allow humans to learn a language, regardless of their
environment (Hummel, 2014; Lightbown & Spada, 2017). In second language acquisition,
differing opinions and research results created some confusion around Universal Grammar: some
researchers argued that second language learners still had access to Universal Grammar, while
others argued that Universal Grammar only existed in the learner’s first language (Hummel,
2014; Lightbown & Spada, 2017). Due to the differing beliefs and outcomes on Universal
Grammar, it is difficult to fully understand the impact this perspective has on second language
acquisition.
Critical Period Hypothesis. The final first language acquisition perspective is the critical
period hypothesis, which argued that humans are genetically wired to learn certain language
structures and skills at a specific time in their lives (Lightbown & Spada, 2017). According to
this, it was nearly impossible to learn a language or skill outside of the specific time in life, and
children who were not exposed to language in their early childhood, such as due to deafness or
isolation, would never learn a language if those situations lasted for a prolonged time
(Lightbown & Spada, 2017). While many second language researchers are not in full agreement
about the accuracy of the critical period hypothesis, they do agree that the age of second
language learning is important; the earlier a person learns a second language, the greater
likelihood they have of reaching ‘native-like’ language proficiency (Lightbown & Spada, 2017).
Although certain perspectives, such as behaviorism, innatist perspective, and the critical period
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hypothesis attempt to explain first language acquisition, they do not adequately describe second
language acquisition.
Second Language Acquisition. As with first language acquisition, there are multiple
viewpoints that attempt to describe second language acquisition. The perspectives included here
are the interaction hypothesis, the complex adaptive system, and sociocultural theory (Hummel,
2014).
Interaction Hypothesis. The interaction hypothesis proposed that language acquisition
increased through conversational interaction (Hummel, 2014). When native and non-native
speakers engage in conversation, native speakers usually modify their speech in various ways,
such as through “elaboration, slower speech rate, gesture, contextual clues, comprehension
checks, requests for clarification, recasts, self-repetition and paraphrasing” (Hummel, 2014, p.
78), which makes the speech more comprehensible for the non-native speaker. Another way to
make the conversation more comprehensible is the process known as negotiation for meaning,
where native and non-native speakers adjust their interaction in various ways until they achieve
comprehension (Hummel, 2014). Additionally, this hypothesis argued that negative feedback,
when the native speaker draws attention to the non-native speaker’s mistakes, is beneficial and
increases second language acquisition (Hummel, 2014). In one study of this hypothesis by Long
and Porter (1985, as cited in Hummel, 2014, p. 80), it was clear that even when both speakers
were second language learners, their language benefited from the conversational interaction. The
interaction hypothesis makes it clear that all language learners can benefit from conversational
interaction.
Complex Adaptive System. A more recent perspective in second language acquisition is
the complex adaptive system, or CAS, which proposed that a combination of social interactions
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and cognitive processes influenced how language is acquired and developed (Beckner et al.,
2009). In CAS, a speaker’s past interactions influence current behavior, which then influences
future behavior (Beckner et al., 2009). Additionally, those interactions, along with past
experiences and cognitive processes, affect which language structures a speaker uses in an
interaction (Beckner et al., 2009). As noted in Hummel (2014), “exploring interacting factors is
ultimately more consistent with reality and may lead to explanations for phenomena that were
previously thought unrelated” (p. 91). With CAS, it is easy to see how multiple factors could
influence language acquisition, such as first language influence, overgeneralization of second
language, exposure, and individual differences (Hummel, 2014). Although CAS is a more recent
perspective, it will likely be the source of additional studies in the future.
Sociocultural Theory. The final viewpoint of second language acquisition is
sociocultural theory, or SCT, based on Vygotsky’s social constructivist views, which viewed
social interaction as a fundamental tool in learning and could be applied to second language
learning (Hummel, 2014). According to this theory, people form a connection with others and the
world around them through social interactions and are able to internalize the knowledge learned
through those interactions (Hummel, 2014). Perhaps one of Vygotsky’s most influential concepts
was the Zone of Proximal Development, ZPD, which can be restated for second language
learning as the difference of the developmental level demonstrated by individual linguistic
production and the potential developmental level demonstrated by collaborative language
produced with a teacher or peer (Hummel, 2014). ZPD continues to play an important role in
social interactions and allows learners to learn from more skilled peers.
Sociocultural theory (SCT) also viewed scaffolding, or language support structures that
assist learners in reaching the next linguistic stage, as critical to second language acquisition
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(Hummel, 2014). Most often it is teachers who provide scaffolding, such as through verbal
feedback or sentence frames, but peers can also provide scaffolding to each other (Hummel,
2014). In addition to learning in social contexts, SCT also placed importance on learning in
cultural contexts (Hummel, 2014). Cultural knowledge and lived experiences play a large role in
language development and how an individual interacts with his or her environment (Hummel,
2014). In conclusion, many perspectives, such as sociocultural theory, attempt to explain second
language acquisition.
Differences in First and Second Language Development
There are numerous differences between first and second language development. One of
the most prominent differences is the age in which language development occurs. A first
language is typically learned during early childhood, while the brain is simultaneously going
through important cognitive development stages (Hummel, 2014). However, a second language
is usually learned later in life, with the exception of bilingualism, when both languages are
learned simultaneously (Hummel, 2014). Older learners have more cognitive capacities,
including metalinguistic awareness, and are able to think about language as a tool for their
learning (Hummel, 2014).
Another important contrast is the context in which the first and second languages are
learned. The first language is usually learned in the home or in a caretaking environment and
involves child-directed speech and more praise for speech attempts, even when the speech is
incorrect (Hummel, 2014). Conversely, a second language is usually learned in an instructional
setting, like a classroom, where it can involve a variety of teaching strategies, curriculums, and
formats, and often has less language adaptations (Hummel, 2014). These factors can make
learning language a more challenging and anxious experience for some learners (Hummel,
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2014). Similarly, the amount of exposure to the first language is typically much higher than
exposure to the second language, and second language exposure is often concentrated on
contextual and instructional language (Hummel, 2014).
Additionally, the developmental stages differ; first language acquisition starts with oral
comprehension, then speaking, and lastly, reading and writing (Hummel, 2014). Meanwhile,
second language acquisition usually involves using the first language literacy skills for reading
and writing, then oral comprehension and finally speaking (Hummel, 2014). Lastly, there are
different social expectations for first and second language development (Hummel, 2014).
Whereas the social expectations of young learners are more aligned with their cognitive
development, adult learners have higher social expectations and are expected to communicate
accurately and carry on adult conversations (Hummel, 2014). To conclude, there are a variety of
differences between first and second language acquisition.
Parallels in First and Second Language Development
First and second language development are also similar in many ways. To begin, both
require sufficient exposure to the language and repetition to learn and practice vocabulary and
structures (Hummel, 2014). Both first and second language development also include learning
formulaic sequences, or phrases that learners learn as a whole unit, rather than individual words,
for example, learning I don’t know as a singular phrase, instead of learning to use don’t and know
separately, in the beginning stages of development (Hummel, 2014). Both sets of learners also
overgeneralize and apply a linguistic rule in inappropriate contexts, for instance,
overgeneralizing the past tense form to say I hurted my arm, instead of I hurt my arm when
learning language (Hummel, 2014). A final similarity is that both first and second language

18
learners can usually comprehend more language than they can produce (Hummel, 2014). In sum,
there are numerous parallels between first and second language development.
First Language Influence on Second Language Acquisition
One issue with second language acquisition is cross-linguistic influence or transfer,
which is the influence of the similarities and differences between the first language learned and
the second language (Hummel, 2014). The extent of the first language transfer depends on
multiple factors and varies by learner, and can affect both comprehension and production
(Hummel, 2014). Language transfer also depends on the proficiency level of the learner and
literacy in the first language (Hummel, 2014). Languages that are similar are more likely to have
cross-linguistic influence (Hummel, 2014). When learners perceive a higher degree of similarity
between the second language and first language, they are more likely to attempt a transfer, while
when they perceive the languages to be dissimilar, they are reluctant to attempt a transfer
(Lightbown & Spada, 2017). Cross-linguistic influence can be useful, but it can also make it
difficult for learners to notice that the grammatical structures they use are not a language feature
used by more proficient speakers (Lightbown & Spada, 2017). For instance, in White’s (1991)
study on adverb placement by English and French speakers, both English speakers learning
French and French speakers learning English had difficulty getting rid of an adverbial speech
pattern that did not exist in the target language and continued to accept it as grammatically
correct. This is one example of how the first language can influence a second language. To
conclude, cross-linguistic influence can have both positive and negative effects on language
acquisition.
The purpose of this project is to answer the question: what best practices can be used for
high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
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acquisition? In order to understand the capstone question, educators must understand the process
of language acquisition. The research discussed here has shown that there are many differences
and similarities between first and second language acquisition, including theoretical perspectives
and language development stages. It is crucial for educators to be aware of this, as language
acquisition can vary by student, and the language needs and abilities can look different for each
student. In order to be more prepared to best serve students, all staff must get to know their
English Learner students and their backgrounds.
Secondary English Learner Students
An English Learner (EL) student is defined as "a student who is in the process of
attaining proficiency in English as a new, additional language" (Wright, 2015, p. 1). EL students
are a rapidly growing subgroup in U.S. schools. This requires all educational staff to learn more
about these students and how to best support them. The first part of this section describes who
EL students are in the U.S., and specifically in Minnesota. The second section discusses the
unique needs and skills of these students and how educators can support them.
EL Student Background
English Learner (EL) students make up a growing percentage of students throughout the
U.S. and Minnesota. According to federal data, in the 2017-2018 school year there were 5
million EL students enrolled in U.S. schools (U.S. Department of Education Office of English
Language Acquisition, 2021). Of the total student population, EL students comprise
approximately 10% of the student population (Wright, 2015). Interestingly, although EL students
make up a relatively small percentage of the total student population, the growth rate of the EL
population has grown exponentially (Wright, 2015). In data taken from 1994 to 2010, the rate of
the total preschool - twelfth grade population grew by less than 5%, however, the EL student rate
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of growth increased by more than 63% (Wright, 2015). In Minnesota during the 2020-21 school
year, EL students made up 8.5% of the 893,203 students enrolled in public schools (Minnesota
Department of Education, 2021).
There are a wide range of EL student backgrounds, but the majority of students
throughout the U.S. are of Hispanic or Latino background, 75%, followed by Asian students,
11%, and white students, 6% (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). Accordingly, Spanish is the
most common home language of EL students, followed by Arabic, Chinese, Vietnamese, and
Somali; however, there are more than 400 different home languages among EL students (U.S.
Department of Education, n.d.; U.S. Department of Education Office of English Language
Acquisition, 2019). In Minnesota, Spanish is also the most common home language, followed by
Somali, Hmong, Karen, and Vietnamese (Minnesota Department of Education, 2021). Clearly,
this data shows that EL students are a unique and diverse group of students in the United States.
In recent years, important socioeconomic data has shed light on minority students’
backgrounds. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2021a), in 2019, 22% of
Hispanic students lived in households where neither parent completed high school, which was
significantly higher than any other racial or ethnic group. Additionally, in 2019, the poverty rate
for Hispanic students was 23%, as compared to the national average of 16% (National Center for
Education Statistics [NCES], 2021a). Even though this data did not look specifically at EL
students, it is likely that many EL students fall into the categories of living in a household where
neither parent completed high school or are living in poverty. As Wright (2015) clearly stated,
“the U.S. education system has done an inadequate job in providing equitable educational
opportunities to poor and minority students'' (p. 13). This lack of equitable educational
opportunities has led to a wider gap in achievement between poor, minority EL students and
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middle- and upper-class white students (Wright, 2015). This issue is exemplified in reading and
math standardized testing, in which the majority of EL students continually do not attain
proficiency (Wright, 2015). While four-year graduation rates have been on the rise across all
ethnic groups since the U.S. Department of Education began tracking these rates in 2010,
Hispanic students still fall short of their white peers, 82% to 89% (NCES, 2021b). In conclusion,
recent data has shown that minority, and likely, EL students often have lower socioeconomic
status than their peers, which may contribute to the lack of equitable access to educational
opportunities for EL students.
Unique Needs and Strengths of EL Students
Unique Needs of EL Students. EL students are a diverse subgroup of U.S. students and
have unique needs and skills that other students may not possess. As stated in the previous
section, EL students are more likely to live in poverty than their white peers. Living in poverty
could include crowded living conditions, high crime neighborhoods, and lack of access to quality
schools or community libraries (Wright, 2015). Similarly, another unique need of EL students is
that many come from homes with family members who have low levels of education, low
comprehension of English, or both, and therefore, the students cannot get extra help with
schoolwork at home (Wright, 2015). Due to this, EL students may arrive to class with unfinished
work or be unable to complete work without teacher assistance. The EL students’ linguistic
knowledge and levels also contribute to their needs in the classroom. As discussed previously,
EL students who are literate in their home language can draw on their home language knowledge
to help them learn English, even if the languages are not the same. However, it is important to
stress that EL students are learning the academic content while simultaneously learning the
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language, effectively, learning twice as much as their peers and enduring a greater cognitive load
(Benegas & Stolpestad, 2020).
Learning a new language with academic content requires a unique set of skills. Cummins
(1979) has described two different language categories: basic interpersonal communication
skills, or BICS, and cognitive academic language proficiency, or CALP. BICS refers to fluency
in conversational language and can typically be acquired within one to two years, while CALP
requires students to understand and express school-related concepts and ideas, both orally and in
writing, and usually takes about five years or more to acquire (Cummins, 1979). Therefore, EL
students may quickly acquire social language skills, but often require further instruction and
assistance to attain academic language proficiency. In conclusion, EL students have unique needs
that are different and potentially more complex than their classmates.
Unique Strengths of EL Students. EL students also possess unique skills and strengths
that their monolingual peers do not. First, EL students come to school with funds of knowledge,
which Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti (2005) referred to as “the body of knowledge, cultural
artifacts, and cultural resources that are present in students’ homes and communities and can be
drawn on as a basis for learning” (as cited in Wright, 2015, p. 15). Nearly everything that
students learn at home or in their community can contribute to their funds of knowledge, which
they can bring to the classroom when learning about various topics (Moll et al., 1992). Another
strength that EL students bring to school is bilingualism. Many EL students were born in the
U.S. and grew up simultaneously learning their home language and English and need to continue
to develop both languages (Wright, 2015). In addition, language and culture are strongly
connected together, therefore, use of the home language can help sustain a student’s cultural
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identity (Benegas & Stolpestad, 2020). Clearly, funds of knowledge and bilingualism should be
seen as assets within the classroom, instead of disadvantages.
This project aims to answer the question: what best practices can be used for high school
EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language acquisition? By
learning about the background of EL students, educators are better equipped to work with them
and their families. This is especially important as working with EL students can present both
challenges and successes. This is compounded by the fact that the category of English Learner is
a broad grouping and includes many different types of students. One of the unique subgroups
within the English Learner category are students with limited or interrupted formal education,
which are subsequently discussed in depth.
Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal Education
A growing subgroup of EL students are Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal
Education, SLIFE, sometimes referred to as Students with Interrupted Formal Education, SIFE.
Though SLIFE are a growing subgroup in EL, the exact number of SLIFE or the percentage of
EL students who are SLIFE is unknown, due to lack of identification or inconsistency in
identification among schools (Browder, 2014, as cited in DeCapua, 2016). There is growing
research on SLIFE, some of which is discussed in this section. The first part of this section
provides background information on SLIFE. The second part of this section discusses SLIFE in
the classroom and best practice instructional frameworks for teaching SLIFE.
Background Information on Students with Limited or Formal Education
Students with limited or formal education come from a variety of backgrounds and
experiences and are found in schools throughout the United States. These students may have had
limited or interrupted formal education as a result of various circumstances, such as war, civil
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unrest, migration, or other immigration and economic-related situations (DeCapua et al., 2009).
Other reasons for limited or interrupted formal education may include lack of resources or
quality instruction in the home country or lack of opportunity to continue education after primary
years (DeCapua et al., 2009). When SLIFE enter U.S. schools, they may be preliterate in their
home language, have had extended absences from school, have had two fewer years of education
than their peers, and perform below grade level in reading and math (DeCapua et al., 2009). With
their unique backgrounds and circumstances, SLIFE require additional assistance to adapt and
adjust to school in the United States and succeed in the classroom.
SLIFE in the Classroom
Although many SLIFE have had some education, either formally or informally, it is
usually quite different from what is learned in the U.S. school system and can present challenges
in learning (DeCapua, 2016). While SLIFE may have extensive funds of knowledge, they do not
enter school with an understanding of academic-style learning (DeCapua & Marshall, 2011).
Thus, students may not know how to ‘do school,’ such as sit in a desk and hold a pencil; they
may also not know how to complete abstract academic tasks, such as comparing and contrasting
multiple objects (DeCapua, 2016). Additionally, the U.S. education system is based on strong
literacy skills, while education in other countries is based on oral learning or rote tasks, such as
memorizing or copying information (Flaitz, 2012). Education for some SLIFE may have
happened within their community, via family members or an apprenticeship, while U.S. schools
place value on formal education (DeCapua, 2016). Another challenge of the U.S. school system
for many SLIFE is the emphasis on individual learning and the individualist culture, whereas
many SLIFE come from a collectivist culture and are accustomed to cooperative learning
(DeCapua & Marshall, 2011). All of these challenges can contribute to cultural dissonance, or a
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mismatch between school and home culture and ways of thinking and interacting with the world,
which can create problems in the classroom (Ibarra, 2001, as cited in DeCapua, 2016). In sum,
SLIFE can encounter many challenges to learning within U.S. schools.
Students with limited or interrupted formal education require greater assistance as they
must simultaneously develop and improve literacy skills, develop English proficiency, and
master grade-level content (DeCapua et al., 2009). There are multiple frameworks that help
SLIFE to accomplish all those skills: Culturally Responsive Teaching, Intercultural
Communication Framework, and Mutually Adaptive Learning Paradigm (DeCapua, 2016).
Culturally Responsive Teaching. Culturally Responsive Teaching, CRT, is a
humanizing pedagogical framework that aims to increase educators’ cultural competence to
increase meaningful student achievement (DeCapua, 2016; Newcomer et al., 2020). CRT is
based on five precepts, as presented by Gay (2018): first, educators must become more culturally
aware and understand students’ cultures on a deeper level. Second, educators need to develop
and implement culturally responsive curriculum and strive to include students’ funds of
knowledge and cultural capital (Gay, 2018). Third, educators should create a supportive learning
community where SLIFE feel supported and respected (Gay, 2018). The fourth precept requires
cultural balance in the classroom, taking into account differences in how students think and learn
(Gay, 2018). Lastly, after implementing the previous four precepts, there should be effective
classroom instruction that benefits all students (Gay, 2018). True culturally responsive teaching
means going beyond the tip of the ‘cultural iceberg’ and truly getting to know students, their
cultural backgrounds, and learning styles and behaviors. When educators use CRT, they can
create a positive learning environment where all students can succeed.
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Intercultural Communication Framework. Educators can use the Intercultural
Communication Framework to help them develop and maintain their culturally responsive
teaching practices (DeCapua, 2016). There are three precepts of the Intercultural Communication
Framework: first, educators need to establish and maintain relationships with SLIFE to create a
supportive learning environment (DeCapua, 2016). Second, educators should identify and
accommodate priorities of students and the U.S. school system to ensure culturally relevant
learning and understanding (DeCapua, 2016). Finally, it is necessary for educators to make
connections for SLIFE to activate prior knowledge to ensure culturally responsive instruction
(DeCapua, 2016). Through this lens, educators can view the knowledge of SLIFE as an asset,
rather than a deficit (DeCapua, 2016).
Mutually Adaptive Learning Paradigm. Another instructional framework that is useful
for educators and SLIFE is the Mutually Adaptive Learning Paradigm, MALP, which aims to
help SLIFE successfully transition to formal education (DeCapua & Marshall, 2011). There are
three components of MALP: conditions, processes, and activities for learning (DeCapua &
Marshall, 2011). The first component, conditions, refers to the conditions that are important for
learning; in the case of SLIFE, especially those from collectivist cultures, interconnectedness and
immediate relevance (DeCapua & Marshall, 2011). Interconnectedness refers to the connections
and relationships SLIFE need with their teacher and learning community in order to learn in the
classroom (DeCapua & Marshall, 2011). Immediate relevance is the idea that what SLIFE learn
must be immediately applicable to them in the real world in order for them to engage in learning
(DeCapua & Marshall, 2011).
Once the previous two conditions are met, students can begin engaging in the second
component, processes, which refers to how students prefer to access and share knowledge

27
(DeCapua, 2016). For many SLIFE, learning is centered on orality, or oral modes of learning,
which is in contrast with U.S. education’s preferred mode of learning, print literacy (DeCapua &
Marshall, 2011). Therefore, educators must combine the process of learning orally with print,
until SLIFE become more comfortable with print and the expectations of school in the United
States (DeCapua, 2016). Additionally, SLIFE will be more accustomed to group work to
complete tasks, and have less experience with individual work, consequently, it is important to
balance group and individual accountability in learning tasks (DeCapua & Marshall, 2011).
The third MALP component is activities for learning, which are academic tasks students
must complete to develop content knowledge and mastery (DeCapua, 2016). Education in the
U.S. is often centered on abstracting and contextualizing information, which is opposite from the
pragmatic learning through experience and practice that SLIFE are used to doing (DeCapua &
Marshall, 2011). For SLIFE to practice learning and using academic strategies, educators need to
be conscious of what students are being asked to do and not introduce new language or content
when introducing a new academic task (DeCapua, 2016; DeCapua & Marshall, 2011). Similar to
the Intercultural Communication Framework, MALP also views the backgrounds of SLIFE as an
asset in the classroom, rather than a deficit (DeCapua, 2016; DeCapua & Marshall, 2011). In
conclusion, SLIFE face many challenges in U.S. schools as they must simultaneously learn
literacy skills, English, and grade-level content, nonetheless, educators can assist and enhance
their educational development through the use of Culturally Responsive Teaching, Intercultural
Communication Framework, and Mutually Adaptive Learning Paradigm.
Some EL students, especially students with limited or interrupted formal education, may
have had very different life experiences than their peers, and may face other obstacles or
challenges as a result of those life experiences. They may have had negative experiences, such as
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fleeing war or living in a refugee camp. Certain experiences may have left lasting negative
impacts on students, which could affect their learning and behavior in school. Educators need to
understand how traumatic experiences could impact students. The concept of trauma and some
best practices for working with students who have experienced trauma is discussed in the
following section in order to answer the capstone question: what best practices can be used for
high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
acquisition?
Trauma
Trauma is often invisible, but it has become an increasingly researched and discussed
topic. According to data, nearly two-thirds of children will experience at least one traumatic
event by age 16 (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, n.d.), while 6 out
of 10 men and 5 out of 10 women will experience at least one traumatic event in their lifetime
(U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, n.d.). Awareness of research surrounding trauma is
imperative for educators and schools in order to create trauma-informed school practices to best
support students who have experienced trauma. The first part of this section provides an
overview on trauma and its effects, while the second part discusses best practices for working
with students who have experienced trauma.
Background on Trauma and its Effects
Trauma is broadly defined as a response to a dangerous or frightening event that poses a
threat to one’s life (Gordon, 2011; The National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2018). A
traumatic event could include violence, abuse or neglect, torture, natural disasters, war, accidents
or serious illnesses, or refugee resettlement, among others (The National Child Traumatic Stress
Network, 2018). Trauma can be categorized into multiple categories. Acute trauma happens after
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a particularly severe event, such as witnessing violence or experiencing a sudden loss (National
Center on Safe Supportive Learning Environments [NCSSLE], as cited in Killian, 2021).
Chronic trauma comes from repeated or prolonged exposure to a traumatic event, such as
exposure to war or forced displacement, or prolonged community violence (NCSSLE, as cited in
Killian, 2021). Complex trauma is the result of early childhood exposure to multiple traumatic
experiences, often within a caregiver’s system, such as prolonged neglect by a caregiver, or a
witness to domestic violence (Guarino & Chagnon, 2018). Insidious or historical trauma stems
from a particular group’s collective trauma across generations and which is still currently
experienced, such as racism or systemic oppression (Guarino & Chagnon, 2018). Secondary or
vicarious trauma happens when individuals hear about the firsthand traumatic experience of
another person (The National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 2018). In summary, trauma can
look and feel different depending on the individual, the experience, and the individual’s reaction.
Traumatic events experienced during childhood can be classified as Adverse Childhood
Experiences, or ACEs, and can leave a myriad of long-lasting effects. ACEs are “potentially
traumatizing experiences that happen to a person whose brain is still developing” (Killian, 2021,
slide 5). It is important to note that ACEs only reflect childhood experiences, as adult trauma
differs from childhood trauma due to the plasticity of the brain during development (Killian,
2021). The original ACEs Study was conducted in California by the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention and Kaiser Permanente between 1995 and 1997 and had over 17,000 participants
who provided insight into various types of potentially traumatic events and life experiences
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], n.d.). There are three categories of ACEs:
abuse, neglect, and household challenges, which are divided into multiple questions on the ACEs
survey (CDC, n.d.; Killian, 2021). The results found that almost two-thirds of the participants
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had experienced at least one ACE (CDC, n.d.). The ACEs study has since been replicated
throughout the United States, both nationally and locally (Killian, 2021).
In children, ACEs can significantly impact normal, healthy development. The longer or
more severe the traumatic event lasts, the greater the chance for negative impacts on the brain’s
development (Killian, 2021; Segal & Collin-Vézina, 2019). Such impacts could include
difficulty with emotional regulation, increase in fear or anxiety, inability to concentrate or focus,
problems with memory recall, and trouble processing information (Gordon, 2011; Johnson,
2018). Furthermore, children with high ACEs could have difficulties with learning and
participating in school and they are more likely to be misidentified as needing special education
(Killian, 2021). In addition, they have a higher risk of dropping out of school early (Killian,
2021). Moreover, in Schilling, Aseltine and Gore’s (2007) study on the ACEs scores of high
school seniors, they found that nearly all of the ACE factors were associated with negative
mental health outcomes of depression, drug use, and antisocial behavior. Clearly, there are many
potential negative effects of ACEs that can affect learning and behavior in schools.
Trauma Best Practices
Schools can help alleviate the stress of trauma through culturally responsive schoolwide
and classroom approaches. Schools should start by making a commitment to becoming a
trauma-sensitive school, which is “a safe and supportive community that enables both students
and adults to feel safe, build caring relationships with one another, regulate their feelings and
behavior, as well as learn” (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019, p. 86). To do this, schools should focus
on safety, school community and positive relationships, the needs of all students, regulation, and
resiliency (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019).
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Physical Safety. First and foremost, students need to feel safe at school. Physical safety
from threats is imperative, since many students have experienced traumatic incidents when they
or someone they knew was in physical danger (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019). Secondly, students
need to feel emotionally safe to enable learning and take risks in their learning (Alexander &
Hinrichs, 2019). Schools can help students achieve this by creating a welcoming community
where students can make positive relationships with their peers and staff members (Alexander &
Hinrichs, 2019). For instance, welcoming and celebrating differences can help to create a
positive school environment (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019).
Connections, Relationships, and Mindfulness. Positive connections with peers and
staff members are necessary for all students, but especially those who have had a traumatic
experience (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019). In school, students can see what positive relationships
look like while learning skills to build and maintain relationships, in addition to working through
conflict resolution (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019). Trauma-sensitive schools also need to focus on
meeting the needs of all students, every day (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019). After positive student
and staff relationships have been established, staff will be more adept at realizing what each
student needs socially, emotionally, or academically (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019). Positive
student and staff relationships can also help students experiencing stress regulate their emotions,
behaviors, and attention (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019). Learning mindfulness activities and
practicing them throughout the day is one way to promote regulation (Alexander & Hinrichs,
2019; Johnson, 2018). These factors can help keep stress manageable for students and promote
academic growth (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019). In conclusion, schools can implement culturally
responsive best practices to help students who have experienced trauma learn and grow.
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Best Practices Specific to EL Students. While the best practices previously mentioned
are helpful for all students, there are additional practices that are specific to EL students and
SLIFE who have experienced trauma. First, supporting students’ social and emotional needs
should be of utmost importance, as EL students and SLIFE may be experiencing difficulties
adjusting to life in a new country and possible previous trauma (Cole, 1998; Newcomer et al.,
2020). One way to do this is through creating space for students to share their stories and
experiences, which can improve emotional well-being and address trauma (Geres, 2016).
Within the classroom, educators must be cognizant of the obstacles in learning a new
language while suffering from trauma (Gordon, 2011). Students who have experienced trauma
may suffer from difficulty with concentration or memory loss, making it challenging to
participate in class (Gordon, 2011). Teachers can improve concentration and recall by keeping
activities short, varying activity structures, and using repetition (Finn, 2010; Gordon, 2011).
Likewise, all staff should become knowledgeable about the diverse student cultures, especially as
it relates to cultural norms, attitudes around schooling, and historical context of emigration from
the home country (Cavanaugh, 2016; Herman Hill, 2017; Newcomer et al., 2020). The use of
these and the aforementioned strategies will help create a caring and safe environment for EL
students and SLIFE who have experienced traumatic events.
The objective of this project is to answer the question: what best practices can be used
for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
acquisition? This requires that educators are not only trauma-informed, but also that they learn
and implement specific practices and strategies to help students who have experienced trauma to
be successful in school. Many of the trauma best practices described earlier are also practices
that can help English Learners build their language skills in the classroom.
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Chapter Summary
This chapter presented a review of the literature surrounding EL students and trauma. It
first compared and contrasted first and second language acquisition. It then gave an overview of
EL students, including SLIFE, and their unique strengths and needs. Next, it presented
background information on trauma, ACEs, and their effects on healthy development. Finally, it
provided some best practices for working with students who have experienced trauma, including
specific practices for SLIFE and EL students.
Chapter Three provides an overview of the project to provide training to school staff
intended to answer the capstone question: what best practices can be used for high school EL
students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language acquisition?
Chapter Three describes the project in detail, including the setting, participants, and frameworks
to guide adult learning, as well as the timeline for the project.
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CHAPTER THREE
PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Introduction
The purpose of this capstone is to answer the capstone question: what best practices can
be used for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English
language acquisition? This chapter begins with an overview of the project, including a
description of the participants and setting, followed by a more detailed description of the project
and a discussion of applicable theoretical frameworks. This chapter ends with a summary and a
preview of Chapter Four.
Chapter Two reviewed relevant literature about language acquisition, EL students, and
the impact of traumatic experiences on healthy development. There was a plethora of research on
EL students, language acquisition and learning strategies. Although there was research on the
impacts of traumatic experiences on healthy development, there was very little research on best
practices for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their second
language acquisition. Interestingly, many of the strategies for working with EL students were
similar to those for working with students who have experienced traumatic events. I learned a
great deal in my research about trauma and its effects, but it is clear that further research is
needed to adequately explore a link between traumatic experiences and second language
acquisition.
Project Overview
This section presents an overview of the project, including the participants, setting,
demographics, and a detailed description of the project. This capstone project was created to
provide information to high school staff to help them serve their EL students. It was the intention
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that after completing these staff development workshops, all staff would have a better
understanding of EL students and how traumatic events could potentially impact their second
language acquisition, as well as to provide strategies for helping those students with their English
language acquisition.
This project was designed as a multi-session staff professional development (PD) series
addressing the findings of the capstone question: what best practices can be used for high school
EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language acquisition?
This PD series will begin at the start of the school year and continue throughout the year. The
last PD session will occur toward the end of the school year. The PD sessions will be offered to
all school staff, including teachers, support staff, and administrators. Each session will have a
different focus and outcome. The PD sessions will be divided into four large-group sessions
throughout the year, as well as small group check-in sessions scheduled in between the four main
sessions. The first large group session will provide an introduction to EL student demographics
and language acquisition. The second session will focus on understanding trauma and its impact
on the brain and healthy development. The third session will aim to make connections between
the previous two sessions and understand how trauma can affect language development.
Additionally, this session will concentrate on best practices for working with EL students who
have experienced traumatic situations. The fourth session will offer a conclusion to the PD series
and reflect on what staff have learned throughout the year, what strategies they have tried, as
well as successes and challenges in working with EL students. In the fourth session staff will
also complete a post-learning survey and provide feedback on the effectiveness of the PD series
project. Each large group session will have content delivered via a Google Slides presentation
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and will include time for collaborative learning and reflection. Large group sessions one through
three will be scheduled for two hours each, while session four will be scheduled for one hour.
Small group sessions will also be offered between the large group sessions, depending
upon the needs of the staff. Ideally, the small group sessions would be a space for staff to
check-in with each other to discuss what is working well and what they would like to improve or
need assistance with implementing in the classroom. These small group sessions could occur
during the monthly collaborative team meetings that all departments participate in at my school.
Each small group session will have guided self-reflection questions (see Appendix E) for staff to
follow and last for approximately 45 minutes. The PD sessions are described in greater detail in
the following pages.
Participants and Setting
The multi-session PD series is designed for all high school staff, including teachers,
support staff, and administrators. Even though all staff members may not work directly with EL
students, it is crucial that they are aware of this growing student population. Furthermore, all
staff need to understand that EL students are everyone’s students, not only the responsibility of
the EL teachers. This PD series was created specifically for the suburban-area high school where
I work and using the students I work with as a guide, however, the PD could be adapted and
presented to most middle and high schools in the metropolitan area.
Demographics
The high school where I work is located near a large, urban city. The student population
has been consistently increasing as enrollment in the neighboring metropolitan city has declined.
There are approximately 1,700 students enrolled in the school, similar to many other high
schools in the area (Minnesota Department of Education, n.d.). Approximately 60% of students
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are students of color (Minnesota Department of Education, n.d.). However, of the approximately
120 staff members, only 20% are people of color (T. Thompson, personal communication,
November 2, 2021). The differences and disparities between staff and student demographics
suggest that many staff may be less acquainted with trauma and other significant issues that may
impact the lives of EL and minority students. In summary, there is a clear need for this
professional development opportunity for staff.
Session One: Who are My EL Students and Introduction to Language Acquisition
Session One will be offered in August during teacher workshop week and last for two
hours (see Appendix A). The goals of session one are to make staff aware of their EL students
and backgrounds, as well as introduce them to first and second language acquisition. Prior to or
at the beginning of this session, all staff complete a pre-learning survey that asks about their
knowledge of language and trauma concepts and attitudes toward EL students. After completing
the pre-learning survey, staff participate in a few different introductory activities. First, staff
watch a TEDx Talk, “Confessions: New Teacher of Newcomers” (Benegas & Stolpestad, 2020),
in which Hamline University Professor Michelle Benegas reflects on what she didn’t know about
her EL students as a new teacher. After watching this TEDx Talk, staff are guided through
reflection questions about their understanding of their EL students. As this is a personal activity,
staff are not required to share, but they may share if they would like to. Next, staff read critical
incidents that could or did happen as a result of staff not knowing their EL students (Benegas &
Stolpestad, 2020). Staff reflect on these student stories and how they could connect to their own
classroom experiences in small groups.
After completing the introduction activities, the presentation shares EL student
demographics of our school, as well as EL demographics in Minnesota and the U.S. Staff are
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introduced to the different categories of EL students, such as SLIFE, Newcomer, Recently
Arrived EL, and Long-Term EL. Then, staff complete an individual activity in which they
examine their rosters for students with an EL flag and note important demographic information
about them, for example, home language or recent enrollment in the U.S. Staff can share and
discuss their activity learnings and wonderings with a small group of colleagues.
To continue, the presentation introduces first and second language acquisition concepts,
as reviewed in Chapter Two. There is a discussion on the similarities and differences between
first and second language acquisition as well as information on the developmental stages. During
this time staff learn about WIDA proficiency levels and Can-Do Descriptors. Staff are shown
how to access their EL students’ WIDA proficiency levels and add that information to their
roster demographics activity completed earlier in the session. Then, staff are given time to create
a Can-Do Chart for their classes, which would be a great resource when lesson planning
throughout the year. To conclude this PD session, staff brainstorm how they can go out of their
way to make positive connections with their EL students before the next session and share with
their colleagues.
Session Two: Introduction to Trauma and Its Influence on Development
The large group session two will take place during November and be scheduled for two
hours (see Appendix B). The goals of this session are to introduce (or review for some staff,
depending on their level of knowledge) trauma, traumatic experiences, and its influence on
healthy development. This session begins with a check-in about the last PD session and reviews
how staff have been able to make positive connections with their EL students. To introduce the
topic of trauma, staff read a few student stories about potentially traumatic events that have
happened to them. Staff are given time to reflect on these student stories in small groups.
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Next, this PD provides an overview of trauma, including the types of trauma and possible
traumatic experiences. During this time, staff learn about Adverse Childhood Events, or ACEs,
and the ACEs study (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.). They also take the ACE
survey as a way to start thinking about trauma and traumatic experiences. They do not have to
share their ACEs survey results, but hopefully it would be a way to think about trauma in their
students and possibly make a connection to them. After taking the ACE survey, it would be
helpful to show a brief video from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) that illustrates the
findings of the initial ACEs study. After viewing the video, staff are provided reflection and
discussion questions in small groups.
To continue, this presentation describes the potential impacts of traumatic experiences on
healthy development, such as difficulty with concentration and emotional regulation (Gordon,
2011; Johnson, 2018). Additionally, it discusses how the potential impacts of traumatic
experiences could appear in the classroom, including disengagement, anxiety, or problems with
processing and memory recall (Gordon, 2011; Johnson, 2018). To further illustrate these impacts
of trauma, participants watch a short video by an expert on trauma and the brain. During this
session, all staff will have the opportunity to engage in collaborative learning to share their
experiences in the classroom and discuss the presented material with their colleagues in small
and large group settings.
Session Three: Best Practices for Working with EL Students Who Have Experienced
Trauma
The large group session three will take place in February and be scheduled for two hours
(see Appendix C). The goal of this session is to provide concrete strategies and frameworks for
working with EL students who have experienced trauma so that they can succeed in the
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classroom and improve their English language acquisition. This session begins with individual
reflection questions for participants to answer to guide them in thinking about their experiences
working with EL students thus far during the year. Next, participants review their major
learnings about trauma and its impact on the brain from session two. Trauma best practices are
then introduced, including the idea of trauma-sensitive schools (Alexander & Hinirichs, 2019).
After reviewing some general best practices for working with students who have experienced
trauma, this workshop then focuses specifically on EL students who have experienced trauma.
Instructional frameworks reviewed in Chapter Two, such as CRT, ICC, and MALP are
introduced to staff (DeCapua, 2016; DeCapua & Marshall, 2011; Newcomer et al., 2020). After
learning about the various frameworks and their strategies, staff will discuss in small groups
which strategies would be most effective in their class or content area. Additionally, they will
reflect on their own classroom practices and how they can incorporate some of the best practices
reviewed in this session into their classroom. At the end of this session, staff will commit to
trying one of the strategies or practices in their classroom before the next session.
Session Four: Where Do We Go from Here?
The fourth large group session will take place in May and be scheduled for one hour (see
Appendix D). The goals of this session are to reflect on the PD workshop learnings and create an
action plan to continue using this knowledge in the future. This session begins with a check-in
about the trauma best practices and strategies from the last large group PD session that staff
committed to using. Staff will discuss their successes, challenges, and wonderings in using their
chosen practice or strategy in small groups and in the large group. The complete PD presentation
series is reviewed to remind staff of all that they have learned and accomplished during the
school year. Staff are then provided with individual reflection time to think about how they can
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use this PD information in the future and create an action plan to continue to use their knowledge
with future EL students. Next, staff will discuss their reflections in small groups and in the large
group. To conclude this session, staff members will complete two surveys: a post-learning
survey, similar to the pre-learning survey, and a PD feedback survey.
Small Group Sessions
In addition to the large group sessions, this PD workshop series offers monthly small
group sessions for staff to check in and reflect on their learning with each other (see Appendix
E). These small group sessions are scheduled for the months when a large group session is not
scheduled. I will be available to meet with different content teams to facilitate guided reflection
and discussion. This is an opportunity for staff to talk through what they are seeing from their EL
students in the classrooms, what is working well, and where they need more support or guidance.
The goals of having small group sessions in between the large group sessions are to keep the PD
materials relevant and applicable, while also providing staff members dedicated time to reflect
and continue their learning.
Assessment
Prior to beginning this multi-session professional development (PD) series, all staff
members take a pre-learning survey (see Appendix A), which asks them about their knowledge
of language and trauma concepts and attitudes toward EL students. After completing the PD
series, staff take the survey again as a post-learning survey to identify and record their learning
from the sessions. After the sessions, staff also complete a final reflection to provide feedback
and assess the effectiveness of the PD sessions (see Appendix D). The results of the survey will
be shared with other EL staff to determine how the EL department can best support high school
staff and the EL student population’s language needs.
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The guiding question of this project was what best practices can be used for high school
EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language acquisition?
Through my research on this topic, I found best practices that could improve high school EL
students’ English language proficiency. I also found various strategies that could help students
who have experienced trauma. As a result of these findings, I believe that my project was
effective in answering my capstone question.
The guiding question of this capstone project was what best practices can be used for
high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
acquisition? This project has attempted to answer that question through the creation of a
professional development workshop series. Through the PD series staff are introduced to best
practices for working with high school EL students who have experienced trauma. It was the
intention that if teachers implement various best practices throughout the school year, EL
students would be likely to be more successful in the classroom and increase their English
proficiency. Whether or not this result was accomplished remains to be determined.
Theoretical Frameworks
This professional development series will be delivered to all school staff, including
teachers, support staff, and administrators. To ensure that this PD series is effective and
well-received by staff, a few essential adult learning frameworks were followed when creating
the PD sessions. First, adult learners need to be engaged and active participants in their learning
(Karge et al., 2011; Knowles, 1992). Knowles (1992) found that greater interaction in a group
meeting led to a higher amount of learning. Therefore, the PD sessions will not be a lecture
format, but rather, staff members will be invited to learn from each other through collaborative
learning activities. In all of the large group sessions staff will have multiple opportunities to
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reflect individually and with colleagues. The small group sessions will provide staff with
additional time for discussion and individual and group reflection. The various collaborative
activities ensure that staff are engaged and active participants in their own learning.
Another relevant framework is that adult learners need to connect their learning to their
own lives (Goddu, 2012; Knowles, 1992). Adults need to be presented with meaningful
information that they can apply to their own lives (Goddu, 2012). This will be accomplished
through multiple means in the PD sessions. In all of the large group sessions, staff are provided
multiple opportunities to stop and reflect on the content, especially how it relates to their
classrooms and students. Staff are also given time to complete practical tasks, such as gather
information about their EL students, and create a plan to use new strategies. In the small group
sessions, staff are able to continue applying information from the PD sessions to their classes and
departments. Through these various activities, staff can make an immediate link between the PD
sessions and their daily work. The use of these activities in the PD sessions ensures that the
content is relevant and applicable to all staff so that they can make a stronger connection to their
own lives. Additionally, they have a better understanding of the research question, what best
practices can be used for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build
their English language acquisition?
This professional development workshop series will be ongoing and occur at various
times throughout the school year. As Bates and Morgan (2018) state, a one-time PD session is
not nearly as effective as sustained PD sessions over a period of time. Ongoing PD sessions are
important because “the more time teachers engage in professional development, the more likely
their teaching practice is to improve” (Hunzicker, 2011, p. 178). Additionally, participants need
time to understand and interact with the material presented (Bates & Morgan, 2018). Ongoing
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PD sessions allow for more time to experiment with the material in classrooms and share
experiences with colleagues, which can contribute to the perceived relevance of the PD (Bates &
Morgan, 2018). It is the intention that by offering a multi-session PD series throughout the year
staff would have ample time to learn, interact, collaborate, and improve their practice.
Timeline
This capstone project was completed in various stages. The research for this capstone
project, including the writing of Chapters One, Two and Three, was completed in the fall of
2021. The creation of the actual project and the writing of Chapter Four were finished in the
spring of 2022. At the time of writing, there are no scheduled dates to deliver the PD series.
Ideally, the PD sessions would be given during the 2022-23 school year. If there is a participant
request or need, there could be additional PD sessions throughout the school year.
Chapter Summary
This chapter provided detailed information about my capstone project. This chapter
began with an introduction and reviewed the research question: what best practices can be used
for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
acquisition? It gave an overview of the capstone project, which is a multi-session professional
development series for staff. This chapter provided further information about the participants and
setting. It included detailed descriptions of the large group PD sessions one through four, as well
as the small group PD sessions. It also detailed the means of assessment for the PD series.
Additionally, this chapter described multiple theoretical frameworks for adult learning that were
incorporated into the PD sessions. This chapter also discussed the timeline for this project. Now,
after summarizing the capstone project in this chapter, I discuss my learnings during this time
and the implications of my project in Chapter Four.
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CHAPTER FOUR
CONCLUSION
Introduction
The purpose of this capstone was to answer the capstone question: what best practices
can be used for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their
English language acquisition? This chapter begins with a personal reflection and major learnings
from the capstone process. Next, it presents a review of the literature. Then, it discusses the
project’s implications, successes, and limitations. It describes opportunities for future research as
well as the project’s application to the field of education. This chapter ends with a conclusion.
Reflection
After I received my initial teaching license in ESL in 2016, I was ready for a break from
the rigorous graduate program work and took some time off from my studies before I decided to
finish my master’s degree. While on my break from school, I noticed that Hamline University’s
School of Education had changed the requirements for the master’s completion in the Master’s in
Teaching (MAT) program. Previously, the MAT program had offered a content-specific cohort of
three courses and a final paper; however, now it required a capstone or dissertation. I was filled
with anguish - how would I ever find a worthwhile topic that I could write about for 50 pages? I
had researched and written about some interesting topics in previous graduate coursework, but I
did not have enough sustained interest in them to research and write about them again. Even
though I did not have a topic in mind or an idea of what my capstone might look like, I decided
that I needed to finally finish my master’s and I enrolled in the Research Design course to begin
the capstone process. Around the time I began the Research Design course, my English Learner
(EL) colleagues and I gave a professional development (PD) workshop to the staff at our school.
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In our PD, we gave an overview of the EL student population at our school, the EL program and
provided examples of strategies and modifications that all content teachers could use with their
EL students. The staff were very engaged in the PD and had many questions about their EL
students and the EL program. We received positive feedback from our PD and realized that many
staff members did not have a lot of knowledge about EL students and it could be a very
important teaching opportunity. This experience would prove to be helpful in my capstone
journey.
Additionally, returning to in-person school after the Coronavirus-19 pandemic and seeing
students at school for five days a week, instead of online or only twice a week, was helpful in
thinking about my capstone topic. More specifically, during the first trimester of the school year
there was one student who retook an English 11 course with me for the second time, after failing
the course the first time. It was interesting to observe him in class, as most of the time he showed
no recollection of seeing and learning about the content previously. Though the student had
completed the assignments the prior year, it seemed as if every assignment was brand new to him
and he was often clueless about where to start the assignment. My co-teacher and I were
surprised that he did not remember any of the work or assignments from last year’s class. I had
some background knowledge about this student and knew that when he was 14 years old he had
seen his best friend get shot in his home country. I had worked with this student in multiple
courses, so I knew that academics was a challenge for him. His English skills were slowly
improving. Despite being 18 years old and one of the oldest students in class, his behavior was
often more immature than that of his classmates. This led me to a thought I had previously
wondered about: could trauma impact learning, specifically, language learning? As I thought
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about that question, I began to realize that many of the students I worked with could have been
exposed to traumatic events.
As a result of these experiences and reflections, I finally knew what I wanted to research
for my capstone project - something related to trauma, EL students and English language
acquisition. After conferencing with my Research Design professor, she helped me narrow my
topic and gave my research a focus. She helped transform my research question into its current
state: what best practices can be used for high school EL students who have been impacted by
trauma to build their English language acquisition? I had found a topic and research question
that was meaningful to me and my work and could also be meaningful to other educators.
Major Learnings
This capstone project has been a major learning experience for me as a researcher, writer,
and learner. Prior to this project, I did not consider myself a researcher. I had completed research
essays in my undergraduate and graduate coursework, but nothing that came close to the scope of
my research for this capstone project. I was very nervous to undertake such a large research
project and was unsure of where to begin. Luckily, my Research Design course was structured so
that students focused on small parts of the research process each week, which made it easier to
complete and not so overwhelming. By completing my research in smaller steps, I was able to
accomplish work each week and add to my project, which gave me a sense of accomplishment.
Similarly, I learned about myself as a writer through this capstone project. I had written
many essays in previous courses, but I had not written a multi-chapter essay with fifty or more
pages. I felt very intimidated when I thought about writing so many pages. However, with my
Research Design course’s structure I was able to focus on writing smaller sections of my paper at
a time, which was more manageable than thinking about writing the entire capstone. I do not
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enjoy academic writing, so at times it was a challenge to keep writing my capstone. Through
perseverance, I was able to keep writing, adding to, and improving my capstone project. Now
that this project is finished, I am proud of myself and my completed work.
Researching and reading more than twenty sources for this project was time-consuming
and tedious, but very informational. While I had previously learned much of the information on
language acquisition and EL learners, it was a good refresher on the topics, as well as an
opportunity to read more recent research. I participated in professional development workshops
on trauma and had learned about the ACEs study (CDC, n.d.) prior to this, but through this
project I was able to expand my knowledge around trauma and its impacts on the developing
brain, learning, and language acquisition. As an EL teacher, I knew many best practice strategies
for working with EL students, but I learned about a few new strategies through my research, such
as the Intercultural Communication Framework (DeCapua, 2016), and the Mutually Adaptive
Learning Paradigm (DeCapua, 2016; DeCapua & Marshall, 2011). I also learned about strategies
that can improve learning for EL students and students who have experienced trauma. In the end,
I am glad that I chose the topic I did. I learned a lot throughout this process and my learnings
will be invaluable in my work with EL students and students who have experienced trauma.
Review of Literature
The purpose of this capstone project was to answer the question: what best practices can
be used for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English
language acquisition? In order to answer this question to the best of my abilities, I reviewed
relevant research on language acquisition, EL students, SLIFE, trauma, and strategies for
working with EL students and students who have experienced trauma.
Language Acquisition
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As an EL teacher, I was familiar with much of the research on first and second language
acquisition, but I knew that my colleagues would need to know such information to better
understand their EL students. Language acquisition is a broad topic, but it was important to
provide my colleagues a brief overview of some language acquisition concepts, such as
behaviorism, innatist perspective, critical period hypothesis, interaction hypothesis, complex
adaptive system, and sociocultural theory. Of particular importance to my capstone project is the
distinction between first and second language acquisition, and their parallels and differences.
Educators who are monolingual only have experience learning their home language, which
makes learning about second language acquisition even more important. When educators
understand how a second language is acquired, they are better able to teach and support their
multilingual students.
EL Students
Through the literature review on EL students, I learned a lot of statistical data about EL
students that was important to include in my capstone project. For instance, as an EL teacher I
was aware that the EL student group was growing, but I did not know that EL students made up
8.5% of enrolled students in public schools in Minnesota during the 2020-21 school year
(Minnesota Department of Education, 2021). I believe that including statistical information about
EL student enrollment growth and socioeconomic status is important to include in my
professional development series so that staff can better understand their students’ backgrounds.
Additionally, highlighting the unique strengths and needs of EL students are important so staff
are aware of the advantages EL students bring to the classroom, as well as understand how to
best support this unique student group in school.
Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal Education
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A subset of the EL student population that most educators are likely unfamiliar with are
the Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal Education, also known as SLIFE. Of special
importance to this capstone is the research on the strengths and challenges for SLIFE in the
classroom (DeCapua, 2016; DeCapua & Marshall, 2011). While Culturally Responsive Teaching
(DeCapua, 2016; Gay, 2018) and the Intercultural Communication Framework (DeCapua, 2016)
are useful to know and utilize in the classroom, I believe that the Mutually Adaptive Learning
Paradigm (DeCapua & Marshall, 2011) is of greater relevance in my staff professional
development series, as it can benefit all EL students, not only those who are SLIFE. When
educators implement the Mutually Adaptive Learning Paradigm (DeCapua & Marshall, 2011),
they can see the assets that SLIFE and EL students bring to the classroom.
Trauma
The literature review on trauma highlighted the different types of trauma and its potential
impacts on the developing brain. Of particular importance to this capstone project is the ACEs
study (CDC, n.d.) and by taking the ACEs survey, hopefully educators can form a connection
between their personal and professional lives. Killian (2021) found that children with high ACEs
could have problems with learning and participating in school. Therefore, it is necessary for
educators to learn about the effects of trauma on healthy brain development and how to support
students with trauma in the classroom.
Best Practices for EL Students Who Have Experienced Trauma
In reviewing best practices for working with students who have experienced trauma, it is
clear that creating a trauma-sensitive school environment is critical (Alexander & Hinrichs,
2019). In a trauma-sensitive school, physical safety and connectedness to staff and the school are
paramount (Alexander & Hinrichs, 2019). Additionally, there are best practice strategies specific
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to EL students that schools should employ in the classroom. Through implementing multiple best
practices for working with EL students who have experienced trauma, educators can assist their
EL students in achieving academic and linguistic success.
Project Implications
The implications of this project are varied and affect all stakeholders in education. To
begin, EL students are a growing student population with unique needs and strengths, which
must be addressed in school. In order to meet their needs and develop their strengths, all staff
must receive training on their EL student population and strategies for their success in the
classroom, such as the training provided in this capstone project. Additionally, the literature
reviewed in Chapter Two did not examine a direct link between experiencing trauma and second
language acquisition in high school students; therefore, this is something that stakeholders
should consider researching in depth. The results of such research could profoundly impact EL
students’ school experiences. Furthermore, all educational institutions should strive to become
trauma-sensitive schools, using such strategies as outlined in Chapter Two, which could greatly
improve the daily school experience for many students.
Project Successes
The purpose of this project was to answer the capstone question: what best practices can
be used for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English
language acquisition? As I researched this question, I felt that my project could be most
effective as a professional development workshop series. By creating a PD series, I shared the
relevant literature with colleagues and best practices for working with EL students who have
experienced trauma to build their English language knowledge. By having all staff involved in
the PD series, it is more likely to be effective in helping EL students to improve their English
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language acquisition. Additionally, by creating a year-long PD series, all school staff can learn
more about EL students and view them as everyone’s students, not only the EL teachers’
students. Lastly, this PD series can lead to my school becoming a trauma-sensitive school, whose
approaches can help all students succeed in school.
Project Limitations
Through the creation of this capstone process, I identified some challenges that created
limitations on my project. The greatest limitation to this project is the time commitment. As
noted in Chapter Three, the PD series is scheduled as multiple, ongoing workshops throughout
the school year. The four large group PD sessions require seven hours, and the small group
sessions require a minimum of five hours throughout the school year. There are only a set
number of professional development days scheduled throughout the school year and much of that
time is predetermined by the district and school administration. Therefore, it may be difficult to
arrange for sufficient time to present this PD series during staff professional development days. It
is ideal to present this PD series during staff professional development days, as many staff at my
school already have morning and afternoon obligations, and not having all staff participate in the
PD series would severely limit its effects on EL students’ language growth.
An additional limitation to this project is that it is designed as an introductory PD, and
thus, further PD may be required in the future. Although this PD series covers a wide range of
topics and strategies, it is not a comprehensive workshop on EL students, language acquisition,
and trauma. Although staff have various opportunities to put their learning into practice
throughout this PD series, they will likely require further training and opportunities in using best
practice strategies to support EL students’ who have experienced trauma develop their English
language.
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Opportunities for Future Research
After completing this capstone project, I believe that this topic lends itself to many
opportunities for future research. There was a plethora of research surrounding language
acquisition and EL students, including some research that looked at factors that contribute to
successful language learning in the classroom. However, more research on EL students who are
SLIFE is needed to better prepare educators for working with them. Classroom or school-wide
research studies on SLIFE would be beneficial to the profession.
There was also a variety of research on trauma, including its possible effects in brain
development. Although there was research that attempted to examine a link between trauma and
adult refugee students’ ESL experiences, that same research did not exist for high school
students. Therefore, future research that attempts to examine and identify a link between
traumatic childhood experiences and second language learning would greatly benefit the
secondary education community. Given the current state of global affairs, immigration trends,
and the effects of the Coronavirus-19 pandemic, it is clear that further research is needed about
secondary EL students, especially those who have experienced traumatic events.
Communication of Results and Benefit to the Profession
I created this project to present to all staff at the suburban high school where I work
during the 2022-2023 school year. However, I believe that it could be adapted and presented to
other middle and high schools in the area. In addition, I plan to share my results with my EL
network, so that they may share the project information with their colleagues too. It is important
for all educators and school staff to become more aware of and knowledgeable about their EL
students.
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I believe that this project is a benefit to the profession, as there was a clear lack of
information surrounding the effects of trauma on second language acquisition. This project
serves as an introduction to the topic of trauma and its possible effects on language development,
which makes it a relevant resource for all school staff to learn. Hopefully, after reading this
project and attending the PD series workshops, staff will have a better understanding of EL
students’ backgrounds, trauma, and strategies for how to better support students in the classroom.
Conclusion
The purpose of this project was to answer the question: what best practices can be used
for high school EL students who have been impacted by trauma to build their English language
acquisition? This chapter began with a personal reflection and major learnings from the capstone
process. It presented a review of the literature from Chapter Two. It also discussed the project’s
implications, successes, and limitations. Additionally, it described opportunities for future
research as well as the project’s application to the field of education.
Completing this capstone project has been a long and tedious process, but it has also been
rewarding. Through this project I have gained greater empathy for my EL students and their
experiences, which has led me to become a stronger advocate for them. If all educational staff
who complete the PD sessions come away with more knowledge and empathy for their EL
students and students who have experienced trauma, then I will consider this project a great
success.
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Appendix A
Session One: Who are My EL Students and Introduction to Language Acquisition
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Pre-Learning Survey
A. Knowledge about Language and Trauma Concepts
On a scale from 1 - 5, please rate your understanding of the following concepts.
1 = I do not understand this concept at all, 5 = I understand this concept and could teach it to a
colleague.
1. I understand how people learn language.

1

2

3

4

5

2. I understand how people learn a second, third, or fourth
language.

1

2

3

4

5

3. I understand how culture influences language learning.

1

2

3

4

5

4. I understand how to modify classroom instruction for EL
students.

1

2

3

4

5

5. I understand how to assess the academic abilities of EL
students.

1

2

3

4

5

6. I understand how to implement language-specific
strategies.

1

2

3

4

5

7. I understand how trauma can impact learning.

1

2

3

4

5

8. I understand how to implement trauma-specific strategies.

1

2

3

4

5

Adapted from Staehr Fenner (2014, p. 37).
B. Attitudes about EL Students
On a scale from 1 - 5, please rate your agreement with the following statements.
1 = I strongly disagree, 5 = I strongly agree
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1. I enjoy having EL students in my class.

1

2

3

4

5

2. I create a welcoming environment for all of my students
and their home cultures.

1

2

3

4

5

3. I form positive relationships with many of my EL
students.

1

2

3

4

5

4. I value the contributions of my EL students.

1

2

3

4

5

5. I feel that having EL students in my class creates more
work for me.

1

2

3

4

5

6. I do not feel comfortable communicating with my EL
students who do not speak a lot of English.

1

2

3

4

5

7. I do not know how to teach my EL students who do not
speak a lot of English.

1

2

3

4

5

71
Critical Incidents Activity
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Taken from Benegas & Stolpestad, 2020
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WIDA Can-Do Descriptors Name Chart
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Taken from University of Wisconsin Board of Regents, 2016.
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Appendix B
Session Two: Introduction to Trauma and Its Influence on Development
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Student Voices Activity
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Appendix C
Session Three: Best Practices for Working with EL Students Who Have Experienced Trauma

83

84

85

86

87

88

89
Appendix D
Session Four: Where Do We Go from Here?
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Final Reflection
Take a few minutes to individually reflect on your learning experience throughout this yearlong
PD series.
● What are your key takeaways?
● How has this PD series benefited you, your classroom, and your students?
● What was the most useful aspect of this PD series? What was the least useful aspect?
● What actions can you implement as a result of this PD series?
● How have your interactions with your EL students changed as a result of participating in
this PD series?
● What questions do you still have? Or which topics would you like to see in future PD
sessions?

Post-Learning Survey
A. Knowledge about Language and Trauma Concepts
On a scale from 1 - 5, please rate your understanding of the following concepts.
1 = I do not understand this concept at all, 5 = I understand this concept and could teach it to a
colleague.
1. I understand how people learn language.

1

2

3

4

5

2. I understand how people learn a second, third, or fourth
language.

1

2

3

4

5

3. I understand how culture influences language learning.

1

2

3

4

5

4. I understand how to modify classroom instruction for EL
students.

1

2

3

4

5

5. I understand how to assess the academic abilities of EL
students.

1

2

3

4

5
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6. I understand how to implement language-specific
strategies.

1

2

3

4

5

7. I understand how trauma can impact learning.

1

2

3

4

5

8. I understand how to implement trauma-specific strategies.

1

2

3

4

5

Adapted from Staehr Fenner (2014, p. 37).
B. Attitudes about EL Students
On a scale from 1 - 5, please rate your agreement with the following statements.
1 = I strongly disagree, 5 = I strongly agree
1. I enjoy having EL students in my class.

1

2

3

4

5

2. I create a welcoming environment for all of my students
and their home cultures.

1

2

3

4

5

3. I form positive relationships with many of my EL
students.

1

2

3

4

5

4. I value the contributions of my EL students.

1

2

3

4

5

5. I feel that having EL students in my class creates more
work for me.

1

2

3

4

5

6. I do not feel comfortable communicating with my EL
students who do not speak a lot of English.

1

2

3

4

5

7. I do not know how to teach my EL students who do not
speak a lot of English.

1

2

3

4

5
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Appendix E

Small Group Sessions

Small Group Session Discussion Questions:

Consider your learning at the previous PD session to guide your reflection and discussion with
your colleagues.
● What were your key takeaways from the previous PD session?
● What connections did you make between the PD session and your own classroom?
● Have you tried any tips or strategies that were discussed in the PD session? If so, how did
it go? Or, which tips or strategies are you planning to try soon?
● In general, how are your interactions with your EL students going?
● What questions do you still have?

